Assimilation in phonology refers to a process where certain phonemes (typically 
consonants or vowels) change to become more similar to adjacent sounds. This 
phenomenon occurs frequently in spoken language, particularly during rapid 
speech, and can lead to variations in pronunciation that differ from standard or 
isolated forms. 


Types of Assimilation 


Regressive Assimilation: This occurs when a sound changes due to a following 
sound. For example, in the phrase “input,” the prefix “in-“ is often pronounced with 
an [m] sound instead of [n] because it precedes the bilabial consonant [p]. Thus, [n] 
assimilates to [m], which is more phonetically similar. 


Progressive Assimilation: In this case, a sound influences a preceding sound. An 
example can be seen in the word “handbag,” where the /d/ may influence the /b/, 
leading some speakers to pronounce it as /‘heembeeg/ instead of /‘heendbeeg/. 


Complete Assimilation: This type involves one sound becoming identical to another 
sound. For instance, if two adjacent sounds are both voiced stops, they may merge 
completely into one. 


Partial Assimilation: Here, a sound changes but retains some distinct features from 
its original form. For example, if a vowel becomes nasalized before a nasal 
consonant (like /n/), it may still retain some characteristics of its original quality. 


Coalescence or Fusion: This occurs when two sounds influence each other and result 
in a new single segment that shares features from both original sounds. An example 
is when /d/ followed by /y/ results in a palatalized sound like /d3/, as seen in “could 
you” pronounced as “coujoo.” 


Palatalization: A specific type of assimilation where certain sounds become 
palatalized before another sound, particularly before /y/. Examples include: 


/d/ + /y/ = /d3/ 
It] + /y/ = Itf/ 
The phrase “What did you do?” may be pronounced as “What d’you do?” 


Anticipatory vs. Preservative Assimilation: Anticipatory assimilation (regressive) 
looks forward to the next sound for influence, while preservative assimilation 
(progressive) looks back at the previous sound. 


Tonal and Sign Language Assimilation: In tonal languages, tone assimilation can 
occur where tones change based on neighboring tones. Similarly, sign languages 
exhibit assimilation through changes in cheremes based on surrounding signs. 


In summary, assimilation is an essential aspect of phonological processes that 
enhances fluency and ease of pronunciation within spoken language by allowing 
sounds to adapt based on their phonetic environment. 


